
V I R G I N I A S T U D I E S

Talk About It!

• In an effort to try to explain how 
Virginia became dependent on slave 
labor, discuss a current industry that 
your child is familiar with and point out 
what that business is dependent on.
• Look around your community and try 
to identify places or things that reflect 
specific cultural origins.
• If you are familiar with the cultures of 
other states or countries, share these 
with your child so that he or she can 
identify what is unique about Virginia’s 
culture.
• Decide if money, bartering, or credit 
is used within your family among 
siblings, parents and children,
and parents themselves.
• Discuss how your family dresses and 
feeds itself. Identify the natural, human, 
and capital resources that go into 
making your clothes and providing your 
food.
• Compare your family’s everyday life 
with that of one of the colonial groups 
your child is studying. 

What Are We Studying?
What was life like in the early days of the Virginia colony?
In this unit we will be discussing some very important
issues and ideas as we learn about tobacco, slavery, colonial
life and culture, and resources.

 Great Places to Visit
The locations listed below all have programs or exhibits 
on colonial life in Virginia.
• Belle Grove Plantation in Middletown
• Claude Moore Colonial Farm in McLean
• Colonial Williamsburg in Williamsburg
• The Frontier Culture Museum of Virginia in Staunton
• Mount Vernon in Mount Vernon
• Shirley Plantation in Charles City County
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a) explaining the importance of agriculture and
its influence on the institution of slavery.
• Cash crop: a crop that is grown to sell for money 
rather than for use by the growers.
• The economy of the Virginia colony depended on 
agriculture as a primary source of wealth.
• Tobacco became the most profitable agricultural 
product because it was sold to England as a cash crop.
• The successful cultivation of tobacco depended on a 
steady and inexpensive source of labor. For this 
reason, African men, women, and children were 
brought to the colony and enslaved to work on the 
plantations.
• The Virginia colony became dependent on slave 
labor, and this dependence lasted a long time. 

b) describing how the culture of colonial
Virginia reflected the origins of American
Indians, European (English, Scots-Irish,
German) immigrants, and Africans.
• Whenever people settle an area, they change the
landscape to reflect their culture and customs.
• Examples of architecture that reflect different
cultures include: barns, homes, places of worship
(e.g., churches).
• Place names reflecting culture: English – Richmond,
American Indian – Roanoke
• English and other Europeans settled primarily in
Coastal Plain (Tidewater) and Piedmont regions.
• Germans and Scots-Irish settled primarily in the
Shenandoah Valley, which was along the migration
route.
• Africans were brought primarily to the Coastal Plain
(Tidewater) and the Piedmont regions to work in
tobacco fields, which required a great deal of labor.
• Prior to the arrival of the settlers, American Indians
lived throughout Virginia. After the settlers arrived,
most were forced inland.
• Migration and living in new areas caused people to
adapt old customs to their new environment.

c) explaining the reasons for the relocation of
Virginia’s capital from Jamestown to
Williamsburg.

• Reasons why the capital was moved from
Jamestown to Williamsburg: drinking water in
Jamestown was contaminated by seepage of salt water,
unhealthy living conditions in Jamestown caused
diseases, fire destroyed wooden and brick building at
Jamestown, and Williamsburg was an established
town.
d) describing howmoney, barter, and credit
were used.
• Money: a medium of exchange (currency, which
includes coins and paper bills)
• Barter: trading/exchanging of goods and services
without the use of money
• Credit: buying a good or service now and paying
for it later
• Debt: a good or service owed to another
• Savings: money put away to save or to spend at a
later time
• Few people had paper money and coins to use to
buy goods and services.
• Barter was commonly used instead of money.
• Tobacco was used as money. A tobacco farmer
could use his tobacco to pay for goods and services.
• Farmers and other consumers could also buy goods
and services on credit and pay their debts when their
crops were harvested and sold.
• Colonial Virginia had no banks.
e) describing everyday life in colonial Virginia.
• People living in colonial Virginia depended on
natural, human, and capital resources to produce the
goods and services they needed.
• Food choices were limited; meals were made of
local produce and meats.
• Most people lived in one-room houses
with dirt floors; some wealthy people (e.g., merchants,
lawyers, planters) lived in large houses.
• Women made clothes for family members in their
households; most clothing was made of cotton, wool,
and/or leather.
• Most white Virginians made their living from the
land as small farmers. A few owned large farms
(plantations).
• Most enslaved African Americans worked tobacco,
other crops, and livestock. Enslaved African
Americans were denied basic rights.
• Some free African Americans owned land but were
denied basic rights.

Essential Knowledge for Chapter 4 (VS.4)

The student will demonstrate an understanding of life in the Virginia colony by:


